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Fostering Community: The Young Carers Community Within Swansea

Abstract 
	Communities are complex social structures that are an important part of everyday life. All individuals are part of multiple communities, this may be through school, work or the area they live. They have the potential to fulfil  human needs when utilised correctly. When examining local communities, such as the Young Mens Christian Association (YMCA,) Young Carer group in Swansea it is clear the value in building and developing a strong bond and sense of community as it reaps many benefits such as security and support. 
Introduction 
Communities are a vital part of everyday life, that are typically characterised by common values, morals, experiences or beliefs. Schiavo (2021,) states that being part of a community is beneficial as it helps to meet social and emotional needs all humans have by providing support systems, a sense of belonging and security. This assists members in meeting needs set out in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. James (2019) expands on this stating that being a contributing member of a community helps to meet lower needs of the hierarchy leading members to reach self actualisation. 
Cavaye et. al (2019) states it is important that communities take initiative to develop and grow to continue meeting the needs the needs of members. It also allows members to stay empowered and feel in control of things that are apart of their life. This reports aims to investigate local communities in Swansea, South Wales. The young carer community has been selected and the research will present findings on how this community uses an array of methods to harbour growth and development. 
As stated by the NHS (2021) a young carer is someone aged under eighteen and providing informal care to someone in their home. This is often to parents of siblings who are suffering from a disability, mental illness or addiction. Young carers often must take on a much heavier workload than other children their age. The Children’s Society (2023) further detail the role of young carers stating that care duties may include household chores, personal care such as washing and dressing and helping with medications. Joseph et. al (2020) describes young careers as a hidden and vulnerable group. This highlights the need for young people with a caring role to have a good community around them that can support them. 
The Children’s Commissioner (2022) estimates that there are over 800,000 young carers in the United Kingdom. The Welsh Government (2020) estimate 30,000 to be in Wales. It can be difficult to fully quantify the number of young people as explained by Hodges et. al (2020;) many young people do not disclose their role to those outside the home and thus go without support. The National Survey for Wales (2021) found that 63% of young carers provided one to five hours of are a week and 4% provided over fifty hours a week. According to Lewis et. al (2023,) young carers are more likely to experience poor mental health, isolation and feelings of loneliness that other people their age, this highlights the need for the development of communities that they can relate to and find support in. 

Research and Findings
Within Swansea there is a Young Carer group. This is run by the local YMCA.  The service is available for those aged 8 to 18 and young people can be referred a number ways. This includes by parents and guardians or self referral by requesting a form, referral from a GP, schools or any other professional. The referral process is simple and quick and allows for easy access of services. For those joining the service, an assessment will be carried out to assess the needs and tailor support of the young person. Willcock (2021) states organisations that provide support for young carers are extremely important and beneficial as they can fulfil social and emotional needs.
 The YMCA Swansea runs a young carer group every Wednesday evening throughout term time. It is a two-hour session that allows young carers from all parts of Swansea to have a break from their role and socialise with people who are in similar situations to them. The charity also provides free transport to and from the club for those unable to make their own way (YMCA, 2022.)  This allows the service to be accessible for all who want to avail and helps young people feel welcomed. Terry et. al (2019) discuses the benefits of support groups such as this, allowing members to find and join a community that will understand them.
The Wednesday youth club harbours community by giving young people the space and opportunity to connect with people like them. They can discuss feelings, support each other through difficult times and build strong relationships. This is an important outlet for those attend. The YMCA published feedback on the service with common themes being that attendees felt support from providers and peers, enjoyed their time with friends and they were part of a community. 
Research from Nap et. al (2020) shows that the support for young carers within the UK is the highest in Europe, this is furthered by the Carers Trust (2022) stating groups for carers provide a needed respite from their role. It gives participants the chance to socialise with people who can relate to what they are experiencing and build a support system. 
Groups like this can be vital to fostering a strong community, Robinson et. al (2020) discuss that young carers are more likely to face social isolation or feel as if their peers in other communities they are members of can not relate to their role. Research published by Solberg (2014) shows that people enjoy participating in communities for emotional support and gives a feeling of purpose. The young carer group allows members to interact and empathise with people they can relate too and feel understood. 
The YMCA Young Carers also facilitate day trips during school holidays. This allows attendees to gain new experiences, visit new places and learn; opportunities they may not have had otherwise. Helping to develop a range of new skills and gain insight to life and perspective. Research from Dharampal et. al (2020) discuses that young carers may have opportunities limited due to spending majority of time fulfilling their role. Vizard et. al (2019) furthers this idea stating that poverty is more prevalent among young carers meaning families may not be able to afford trips and experiences outside basic needs. 
The YMCA also run a nationwide project named “Everyday Young Carer,” which is a carer led, carer delivered digital project. The aim is to raise awareness of the struggles faced by young carers, influence and improve services and connect young people. This is a challenge faced by young carers, King (2021) discusses that young carers often feel invisible and misunderstood as people around them do not understand their role. 
The project is delivered on a multitude of platforms including podcast, YouTube and social media, making it easily accessible at anytime. This project allows the community to develop by the reaching further and allows young people to make friends all over the UK. Research from Maden et. al (2011) highlights that the use of digital technologies can enhance a community by strengthening communication and allowing for rich interaction. 
It helps to empower young people by giving them a voice to a have a say in services available to them, fostering development and support. It allows young people to collaborate with other carers and discuss and problem solve issues close to them all. Working in a team in such manner can build the sense of community. The British Council (2023,) further this staying by use of technology in communities brings about innovation and creativity. 
While the youth group gives young people a new community to interact with, it can also improve communities they were already a part of by providing workshops in Swansea to schools and families to help educate people on what it means to be a young carer and effectively support them. These workshops are flexible and can be face to face or online these services are vital in empowering young people to feel supported, raise awareness and influence change. This can enrich the lives of young people by educating people around them on ways they can support the young carers in their life. 
YMCA Swansea run a monthly youth forum working with local and national authorities and organisations to bring about change. This forum is carer led and gives young people a chance to raise concerns and worries to improve services. It empowers young people to speak out for themselves and influence services. The forum also provides a chance for participants of the Wednesday youth group to have a say in activities and trips provided. This ensures the service is tailored and evolved with the young people’s needs. The group have the chance to work together and make choices about they feel they’d benefit from. Depryck (2021) discusses that collaboration within a community allows for a sense of purpose and belonging.
Many young cares face obstacles throughout life due to their role. Hendricks et. al (2021) discuses how a young person’s education can be negatively impacted such as lateness to school, not submitting work by deadlines or absence. The YMCA have worked to combat this by assisting their young people in obtaining a National Young Carers card. Carers Trust (2023) supply the card and detail it’s benefits. This card allows young people to present their card when appropriate. This allows teachers and professionals to be more understanding of young people’s circumstances and make reasonable adjustments for them. This card can help young people feel connected and supported. 

Conclusions 
Community is an essential part of life where individuals can connect and find support in those they can relate too. Communities can be built through shared experiences and finding comfort in those with shared experiences. The YMCA have been very successful in building a community of young people who are able to support and empower each other. The youth group held on Wednesdays gives young people a chance to make new friends and build their own community of support of people they feel understood by. Participants report enjoying their time there and feeling supported. 


The “Everyday Young Carer” initiative supports community development by connecting young people over the UK and raising awareness of the challenges faced by young carer community. The youth form facilitated by the YMCA allows for community development by encouraging young people to collaborate problem solve issues they face and empowers them to influence and improve services available to them. 
Overall the services supplied appear to successful in building community and provide good opportunity for growth and development within the service, it is particularly beneficial that services are cared led as it allows for services be tailored to the community that has been built. 
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